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SOME QUESTIONS OF ECONOMIC AND CULTURAL 
CONSTRUCTION AMONG THE SMALL NATIONS OF 
SIBERIA* Sel 

(Nekotorye voprosy izucheniya khozyaistvenno- 
kul'turnogo stroitel'stva y malykh narodov Sibiri) 


Yu. B. STRAKACH 


A discussion of economic development and equalization of living 
standards of the peoples of historically and geographically diverse regions 
is extremely relevant to Siberia, particularly to the taiga and tundra 
regions, which constitute over two thirds of its territory. Industrial and 
transport networks have not been generally developed in this area, although 
some large specialized production centers (Magadan, Mirnyi, Bratsk, 
Noril'sk, Berezovo, etc. ) have been created in trade and agricultural 
regions. In the taiga and tundra regions production has been planned to 
utilize the hunting and fishing grounds, reindeer-breeding pastures and 
other commercial and agricultural resources, The furs, hides, meat, 
fish, berries, mushrooms, medicinal and other commercial plants 
produced by these industries are exceptionally valuable to the national 
economy. 

The further development of the taiga and tundra regions and their 
ultimate place in the economy of Siberia will be determined by effective 
utilization of diversified natural resources and by the significance of local 
production in the national economy. Because these regions have a multi- 
national population which also includes the small nations of Siberia, their 
future development is of special interest. ** 

At the beginning of full-scale socialist construction, the small nations 
of Siberia stood at various points of social-historical development, 
preserving remnants of their primitive community relationships and 
elements of their indigenous cultures. As a result of planned socialist 
reforms, profound changes came about: modern socialist nations came 
into being. In the 1959 All-Union census the small nations of Siberia 


“ These economic-ethnographic investigations are the outgrowth of the general plan for development and 
distribution of production in the USSR organized according to economic regions, In 1963 the Humanics 
Research Department of the Institute for Economics and Organization of Industrial Production in the 
Siberian Department of the Academy of Sciences of the USSR drew up a program for "Comprehensive 
Scientific Investigations into the Problems of Further Economic-Cultural Construction among the Small 
Nations of Siberia," This article clarifies some problems of the investigation which the program proposes, 
These problems are of particular significance for several groups of nations which inhabit the taiga and 
tundra regions (Russians, Yakuts, Buryats, Tuvinians, Khakass, Altayans) and are part of the larger 
problem of national development at a modern level, This article deals mainly with the small nations 
of Siberia, For basic information on their history, and ethnography, see "The Nations of Siberia” 
(Narody Sibiri).— Moskva-Leningrad, Izdatel'stvo AN SSSR. 1956. 
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totaled approximately 140,000 people, * of which a significant number 
inhabit the taiga and tundra and work at hunting, fishing, reindeer 
husbandry and other branches of the traditional economy reorganized on a 
socialist basis. 

Because of the special conditions of hunting and reindeer husbandry and 
the traditions connected with them, the people have preserved their 
social customs, not only in their economic life, but also in their culture 
and in their mode of life. The study of these ethnic peculiarities, and 
recommendations for further economic and cultural construction of the 
small nations are particularly topical at present. ** Their present grouping 
and ethnic composition should be investigated from the aspects of their 
economy, culture and mode of life, as well as the relationships between 
the peoples of the area. t The investigation of economic and ethnographic 
character calls for a complex approach, involving direct participation of 
local workers, cultural institutions and spokesmen for public opinion, It 
is necessary to obtain information on each territory and region which 
together comprise a large economic region and to compare this data witha 
district cross section. 


The regions of Siberia along the settled strip following the Trans- 
Siberian Railroad, especially in the Far North, are, and evidently will 
continue tobe, focuses of development. A certain part of these taiga and 
tundra areas should be visualized as commercial and agricultural bases 
of both existing and projected industrial centers, planned to meet quotas 
and to implement development programs of the larger economic regions 
taken together. The first step in this planning for regional industrial 
centers is to define the economic developmental problems to be met in the 
areas under discussion. The nonindustrial taiga and tundra regions 
present a problem, among others, of increasing the supply of furs and 
other of their more valuable products to the All-Union market, and, at 
the same time, filling the local demand for basic food products tt and such 
consumer goods as fur-lined clothing and footwear, especially the demand 
from the producers of these products. Since industrial centers may require 
certain products not available on the local agricultural market, reciprocal 
relationships will develop, which will guarantee economic assistance from 
the industrial centers to the regional suppliers of reindeer and other products. 


* See “The Total All-Union Census, 1959” (Itogi Vsesoyuznoi perepisi naseleniya 1959 g.), RSFSR, Moskva, 
1963, The small nations comprise the following percentages of rural population divided according to 
national regions: Chukchi — 68.4; Taimyr— 53.0; Yamal-Nenets — 51.0; Evenki— 42,1; Koryak — 
35.4; Khanty-Mansi — 20.8. 

** In the first years of socialist construction among the small nations, investigations were organized by the 
Board for the Development of the North of the All-Union Central Executive Committee and the Institute 
of the Northern Nations. Later, investigations were carried out by various scientific institutions, 
particularly by the Ethnographic Institute of the Academy of Sciences of the USSR which, since 1955-1956, 
has included the Northern Ethnographic Expedition, At the present time, the following institutions are 
working in Siberia: the Siberian Division of the Academy of Sciences of the USSR (The Humanics 
Research Department of Novosibirsk; the Yakut and Far Eastern branches and the combined institutes in 
the Buryat ASSR and the Magadan Regions), the Tomsk and Irkutsk universities, etc. 

+ This article, like the program, does not discuss certain other questions which are of no less importance, 
such as State organization, Communist education, thought and language. 

tt Basic food production in the taiga and tundra regions is usually understood to include milk, vegetables, 
potatoes and some other agricultural products, but primarily products of the reindeer industry, the production 
of which is most effectively carried out under local conditions, 
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One such complex in the Krasnoyarsk economic region might consist of 
the Noril'sk-Igarka industrial center, the adjacent national districts of 
Evenki and Taimyr, and the Turukhansk Administrative District, which is 
populated by Dolgans, Evenkis, Nenets, Nganasans, Enets, Selkups and 
Net, among other peoples. In the Ural industrial area, the Berezovo- 
Tazovskoe [Khalmer-Sedz]-Surgut center and the adjacent Khanty-Mansi 
and Yamal-Nenets national districts, which are populated by Khanty, Mansi, 
Nenets, Evenki, Selkup and Ket peoples, would form a typical complex. 

For each complex, preliminary estimates of manpower must be 
established according to tables of organization for each industry and 
territory. * The final manpower structure, nowever, will be determined 
by the optimum coordination between branches of industry and the most 
efficient, overall direction of commercial and agricultural production. 

The manpower problem is very complex, because against the exceptional 
wealth and diversified natural resources of the taiga and tundra regions, 
the total population is insignificant and there is an acute shortage of 
trained personnel. Moreover, the characteristics of the climate and other 
natural environmental factors and the remoteness of the area from the 
populous regions of the State create considerable expense and consume 
much labor in production and transport. Therefore, manpower problems 
in these regions should be considered in close conjunction with overall 
production. 

The commercial-agricultural resources of these regions are sufficient 
to provide for an increase in State purchases (in some regions, two- or 
threefold) of many valuable products, e.g., furs, suede leathers, food 
products. The wild-game resources have only been exploited to half their 
potential, and the reindeer pastures to no more than one third. ** The 
Situation in other industries is similar. Research has shown that expansion 
of the agricultural production of the taiga and tundra regions will depend 
upon its organization, upon long-term exploration and exploitation of 
natural resources and upon an adequate supply of labor. Any production 
increase will also be contingent upon the demand for given products and 
upon the economic effectiveness of the various branches of production and 
of production as a whole. With the strained balance of manpower resources 
at present, priority must be given to developing the native industries of 
the taiga and tundra. In each case, the coordination of the particular in- 
dustry with the entire industrial complex must be carefully analyzed. t 

On this basis, a projection of the labor supply can be determined both 
for the immediate and more distant future. 

Detailed demographic studies should analyze potential population 
increases and internal migrations of the peoples of these regions, 
especially of the peoples of the small nations. Our ethnographic research 


* See Metodicheskie ukazaniya po razrabotke planovykh balansov trudovykh resursov gorodoy i sel'skikh 
raionov (Methodology of Preparing Manpower-Balance Plans for Towns and Agricultural Areas), — 
Novosibirsk, Izdatel’stvo Instituta ekonomiki i organizatsii promyshlennogo proizvodstva SO AN SSSR. 
1964, 

See, for instance, the presentations of V, N, Skalon, V.H. Andreev, M, M, Kozhovet al.— In: Seriya 
"Sel'skoe khozyaistvo."" Moskva, Izdatel'stvo AN SSSR. 1960. 

The solution of similar national-economic problems for development Zones that are primarily agricultural 
is at present being evolved by the Laboratory of Mathematical Economic Research of the Siberian 
Department of the Academy of Sciences of the USSR Institute of Economics, 
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showed that the people of the Ob and Yenisei river regions who, until 
recently, still followed a nomadic way of life, now migrate very little — 
less, in fact, than some recent immigrants from other regions, and even 
less than old-time residents. As arule, it is difficult to calculate large- 
scale population shifts between adjoining regions, particularly from village 
-to city. Consequently, projections of industrial development and of the 
“composition and specialization of various economies should be based upon 
the available local labor reserve, because of the difficulties in attracting 
new workers from elsewhere. A maximum utilization and rational 
development of the traditional industries of the people yield the most 
effective allocation of manpower and the one best justified politically and 
economically. 

A third set of problems concerns the standard of living of the inhabitants, 
which also involves questions of a more general nature, such as the 
structure, level and dynamics of income of the segments of the community 
employed in industry and in services. Increases over conventional salary 
levels have been prescribed for the Far Northern regions and localities 
with similar conditions, which occupy a considerable part of the taiga and 
all of the tundra regions. In addition to direct material incentives, there 
is a need for longer holidays, more comprehensive services, etc, in these 
regions, because working and living conditions are quite different from those in 
other parts of the country. This is a particularly complex matter in tne 
field of services in the hunting, fishing and reindeer-breeding economies, 
where specific measures for increasing workers’ incentives have not yet 
been adequately developed. 

It is necessary to establish not only efficient norms, but a basic system 
of supplying food, clothing, footwear and other consumer goods, Although 
a large selection of processed foods are available, only a few (flour, sugar, 
confectionery) are in much demand, because the basic diet of the 
people of the small nations are meat and fish which are produced locally. 
Even the immigrant population relies upon local products. Traditional 
customs also govern the demand for other manufactured goods. Home-made 
fur and hide garments suffice for winter and work clothing and, consequently, 
it is mainly summer and festive clothing that are in demand. 

The special character of the local consumer pattern requires special 
attention to the problems of local production and delivery of basic products, 
the development of the local economies, the degree of their dependence upon 
national production and product-specialization in the local economies. It 
is necessary that rational norms be Set up for private reindeer breeding. 

In 1930 the norm for one tundra-zone economic unit was 250 —300 reindeer 
(excluding young ones); in the taiga regions, it was lower. Since then 
this figure has been repeatedly lowered without sufficient reason. 

Housing and organization of public services and amenities in the country- 
side are peculiar to the small nations and frequently are related to the 
changeover from a nomadic to a settled way of life. In the hunting and 
fishing industries, particularly in reindeer husbandry, the workers move 
from one hunting and fishing ground or reindeer pasture to another in 
regular succession. The heavy concentration of people in large villages 
without any supporting economy leads to an impoverishment of natural 
resources and, in some cases, to a lower standard of living for the 
inhabitants. 


Reconstructing the way of life of the workers engaged in commercial 
reindeer breeding must be approached in three ways: first, by further 
organization of public services and amenities in the production centers of 
the local kolkhozes, sovkhozes, fishing enterprises, etc., which 
frequently act as administrative and cultural centers for the village 
soviets; secondly, by developing a system of well-organized production 
centers in areas where the sole industry at present is reindeer husbandry; 
thirdly, by improving traditional forms of housing through the use of 
modern materials and methods. Any modern dwelling should provide 
effective protection against wind and snow, a system of heating and lighting 
and a proper ratio of living space to auxiliary quarters, etc. Its design 
and construction should take into account local climatic and other natural 
conditions and the productive activities of the people. 

Closely related to the above-mentioned factors are the needs for 
investigations into the public health, longevity and working capacity of the 
local populations, and for measures to improve the entire medical 
sanitation system. It must be borne in mind that the peoples of the small 
nations frequently retain vestiges of witchcraft and elements of folk 
medicine in their approach to modern health services. Primitive methods 
are used in the care of the newborn and the early physical training of 
children. In order to improve public health among the small nations, we 
must familiarize ourselves with local conditions and disseminate health 
education. 

A similar approach is necessary to popular culture. Recent attention 
to new forms of national holidays and festivals has developed better 
traditions than those previously associated with these occasions, Programs 
now frequently include reports by collectives which identify with 
Communism, amateur concerts, mass popular and classical sports 
contests and exhibits of popular and fine arts. The Communist party plan 
calls for a study of these phenomena and their application to the develop- 
ment of relationships among the small nations. 


At present, preschool institutions in rural areas are usually concentrated 
in villages from which the inhabitants are likely to be absent during the 
main hunting, fishing and reindeer-breeding seasons. These workers can 
rarely avail themselves even temporarily of preschool facilities. 
Consequently, a significant number of children in some of the areas do 
not receive any preschool training, and this shows up negatively later in 
their education and training. 

The network of elementary and secondary schools is usually better 
organized and provides boarding arrangements for children whose parents 
live outside the village. There is a problem, however, of geographic 
distribution of these facilities. Often the small village schools cannot 
provide a high level of education and training. The question of 
amalgamating schools requires special study. Due attention should also be 
given to some other problems, such as vocational training, teaching the 
vernacular and Russian, etc. 

In organizing education, account should be taken of the local situation: 
climatic and otHtr natural environmental factors, occupations and 


traditions, including those the inhabitants hold with regard to education. * 
During the preliminary period of labor education (kindergarten and 
elementary school) the chief focus should be on the children's physical 
development, particularly through the exploitation of local popular games 
and every-day physical activities [sleighing, skiing, etc.]. Instruction in 
all elementary and secondary school subjects, especially instruction in 
manual training, should be adapted to local requirements. For the peoples 
of the taiga and tundra regions, particularly for those of the small 

nations, the correlation of general education and vocational training has a 
special significance. In these areas, priority should be given to an 
adequate general education. At the same time, the great demand for 
qualified personnel, including medium- and high-level specialists in 
commercial and agricultural production, indicates the need for more 
professional orientation and education in production techniques in secondary 
schools, as well as the need of the adult population for a broad, technical 
education. 

Language instruction in the vernacular and in Russian should be given 
study, taking into consideration the prevalent level of knowledge of Russian 
among students and their parents, and the competence of the educators in 
the vernacular. In this connection, careful attention should be given to the 
timing of the changeover from instruction in the native language to in- 
struction in Russian and to the necessity and feasibility of establishing 
the study of the vernacular as a school subject, etc. Serious difficulties 
in implementing universal compulsory education and in improving 
educational standards among the small nations have arisen from a mis- 
guided approach to this problem. 

This survey obviously does not cover the entire range of urgent problems 
connected with the transition of the small Siberian nations to a Communist 
society. Nevertheless, these matters of economic development of the 
taiga and tundra regions where these peoples live and work, of the 
reconstruction of their culture and their way of life are of primary im- 
portance to such a transition. And in these matters, the underestimation 
of national characteristics is as undesirable as their overstatement. The 
position of the program of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union on these 
two tendencies in developing national attitudes is worth recalling in this 
connection. 

It will be important to involve scientists of various disciplines in 
determining the best ways of increasing the living standards of all the 
people in these regions, including those of the small nations, and thereby 
contributing to the theory of construction of a Communist society. 


Humanics Research Department 
Institute for Economics and Organization 
of Industrial Production 

Siberian Department 

Academy of Sciences of the USSR 
Novosibirsk 


* See Shkola i Proizvodstvo, 1962—1963. 
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